abstract
While there is widespread recognition of the importance of stakeholder involvement in evaluation, less attention has been given the role of researcher-practitioner partnerships in evaluations using rigorous scientific methods, such as quasi-experimental designs. This is particularly true for the evaluation of crime prevention and reduction programs, including those conducted by evaluators independent of program design and delivery. Reflecting on several evaluations of programs designed to prevent and reduce crime and respond to the needs of vulnerable populations in court settings, this paper highlights the benefits, challenges and lessons from working in partnership with practitioners to conduct rigorous outcome evaluations. While evaluations are often conducted by someone independent of program management and delivery; it is still important for researchers to work in partnership with policy makers, program managers and project staff to ensure evaluations are methodologically rigorous, successfully implemented and focus on delivering practical recommendations for action.
introduction
The importance of working with stakeholders is now firmly established in evaluation theory and practice (Brandon & Fukunaga, 2014) . Involving stakeholders in an evaluation is believed to offer a number of benefits, such as increasing support for evaluation and the use of evaluation findings, and for this reason is a common feature across a range of different approaches to evaluation. Despite this, few areas of evaluation are as divisive as determining the optimal nature and extent of stakeholder involvement in an evaluation, and the level of involvement encouraged therefore varies depending on the approach that is adopted (Hall, 2008) .
The aim of this paper is to demonstrate the value of partnerships between researchers and practitioners in those situations in which an external evaluator, independent of program design and delivery, has been commissioned to undertake the evaluation. In particular, this paper argues that the relationship between these external evaluators and agencies commissioning evaluation should be viewed as a partnership, and that working in partnership can increase the likelihood that rigorous scientific methods will be used to measure program effects and that, where they are used, will be more likely to be successfully implemented. The paper begins by reflecting on the standard of crime prevention and criminal justice evaluation in Australia and describing some of the barriers to high quality evaluation. Using several recent evaluations as case studies, the benefits and challenges associated with researcher-practitioner partnerships in evaluations involving quasi-experimental methods are then described. The paper ends by outlining some key lessons for working collaboratively with evaluation stakeholders.
evaluating strategies to prevent and reduce crime
There has been rapid growth in the evaluation of strategies designed to prevent and reduce crime (National Research Council, 2005; Tilley & Clarke, 2006; Weatherburn, 2005) . While there is certainly room for improvement, government agencies are now more likely than ever to allocate funds within program budgets for evaluation research, with a view to commissioning independent evaluators to provide an objective and impartial assessment of the effectiveness, efficiency and appropriateness of policies and programs (New South Wales, Department of Premier & Cabinet, 2013; Western Australia, Program Evaluation Unit, Department of Treasury, 2014) . This is reflected in the amount of evaluation activity that is undertaken by government researchers, academics and consultants (as well as internal evaluations conducted by practitioners), the number of researchers working in evaluation, and the level of procurement activity managed by criminal justice authorities.
There are several different approaches to measuring the impact of programs designed to prevent and reduce crime. Selecting an appropriate evaluation design and research method requires consideration of the characteristics of a program, the purpose of the evaluation, the available options, and the views of key stakeholders (English, Cummings & Stratton, 2002; National Research Council, 2005) . However, experimental (especially quasi-experimental) and observational methods are the most common approaches used in crime prevention and criminal justice research (Idriss, Jendly, Karn & Mulone, 2010) . Given the influence of experimental methods, the Scientific Methods Scale (SMS) was developed to assess the quality of outcome evaluations in crime prevention and criminal justice research. The SMS forms the basis of systematic reviews of crime prevention methods undertaken by the Campbell Collaboration (Farrington, Gottfredson, Sherman & Welsh, 2006; Sherman, Farrington, Welsh & MacKenzie, 2006) , while similar criteria have been used by the Washington State Institute of Public Policy (Lee et al. 2012 ). The SMS is primarily focused on ensuring the highest possible level of internal validity and drawing valid conclusions regarding the causal relationship between interventions and the outcomes observed. The scale ranges from a correlation between a program and a measure of the outcome (level one) through to randomised control studies (level five), which are widely (but not universally) regarded as the gold standard for evaluation research Tilley & Clarke, 2006) . A research design that achieves level three on the SMS, with measures of the outcome (usually a reduction in crime) pre and post intervention and an appropriate comparison group against which to compare results (a quasi-experimental design) is considered the minimum design for drawing valid conclusions about the effectiveness of a strategy Sherman, Gottsfredson, MacKenzie, Eck, Reuter & Bushway, 1998) .
Applying this standard, large-scale systematic reviews have shown that there is an accumulated body of high quality research demonstrating the effectiveness of crime prevention and criminal justice strategies (e.g. Lee et al. 2012; Sherman et al. 1998; Sherman, Farrington, Welsh & MacKenzie, 2006) . Most of these reviews have acknowledged the need to improve the standard of evaluation practice, with many studies failing to meet the criteria for inclusion.
However, the number of Australian initiatives included in the systematic reviews, metaanalyses and databases describing effective (and ineffective) interventions are relatively small when compared to other countries (Morgan & Homel, 2013) . This is particularly apparent when considered alongside the level of crime prevention activity (as illustrated by the Australian Crime and Violence Prevention Awards and the number of commonwealth, state and territory funding programs), the financial resources invested in the criminal justice system (Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision [SCGRSP], 2014) , and the volume of evaluation research that has been conducted. There has only been a handful of randomised control studies conducted in Australia (Lind et al. 2002; Jones, 2011; Mazerolle, Antrobus, Bennett & Tyler, 2013; Sherman, Strang & Woods, 2000) . A review of community-based crime prevention strategies suitable for local government to address a number of common crime types in NSW found that, despite the emphasis on the important role of local government in crime prevention in this country for more than two decades, fewer than 20 Australian studies met the criteria for inclusion (Morgan, Boxall, Lindeman & Anderson, 2012) . Similarly, a recent research project by the Australian Institute of Criminology exploring the evidence in support of police crime prevention in Australia has also revealed gaps in the amount and quality of evaluation research (Morgan & Mann, forthcoming) . There is a large body of Australian evidence for certain responses, including random breath testing (Hendrie, 2003; Shults et al. 2001) , community-based and regulatory responses to alcohol-related violence (Morgan, Boxall, Lindeman & Anderson, 2012; National Drug Research Institute, Curtin University of Technology, 2007) , cautions and conferencing (Morgan & Mann, forthcoming) and a significant body of research (much of which has been undertaken by the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics & Research) into the impact of different court initiatives and sentence options.
There are several possible explanations for the variable quantity and quality of Australian studies evaluating the impact of strategies to reduce and prevent crime. It is likely to be a combination of factors such as insufficient funding for robust experimental designs (which can be costly), a reluctance among program managers to subject their programs to rigorous evaluation for fear of negative results, disagreement between evaluators and program managers on questions of attribution, problems accessing meaningful data on program effects, challenges identifying suitable comparison groups or areas (particularly outside of institutional settings or when evaluating place-based strategies), or the limited skills, knowledge or experience among those entrusted with evaluation (Morgan & Homel, 2013) . It may also be due to ideological differences about the best way to assess the effectiveness of strategies to prevent and reduce crime (Tilley & Clarke, 2006) .
improving evaluation standards through partnership approaches
This paper argues that some of these common barriers to rigorous outcome evaluations, particularly evaluation based on quasi-experimental research designs, can be overcome by establishing and maintaining effective partnerships between evaluators and practitioners (in this paper practitioner collectively refers to policy makers, program managers and project staff). This is not a new concept -the importance of working with stakeholders in evaluation is well established (Brandon & Fukunaga, 2014; Plottu & Plottu, 2009) . Stakeholder involvement is a common principle underpinning many different approaches to evaluation (Brandon & Fukunaga, 2014) , For example, utilisation-focused approaches are underpinned by a commitment to meeting the needs and requirements of the intended user/s (which informs the decision about the evaluation approach and methods) and the participation of these users in decision-making at each stage of the evaluation (Patton 2008) . In participatory approaches to evaluation, stakeholders are involved in all aspects of the evaluation and empowered to own the evaluation process, fulfilling roles normally assigned to the evaluator and building evaluation skills and knowledge in the process (Greene, 2006) . Reflecting the widespread acceptance of the important role of stakeholders in evaluation, there has even been some acknowledgement of the need to involve stakeholders as part of quantitative approaches to measuring the impact of programs, including areas such as education research (Datta, 2006) . While these approaches differ in terms of the philosophical position they adopt and their rationale for involving stakeholders, there are some common themes in terms of the range of benefits that are believed to result from involving stakeholders in the process of planning an evaluation, collecting and analysing data and reporting findings and recommendations. These include increasing the likelihood that evaluation findings will be used, facilitating access to better quality data and contextual information and enhancing the perceived credibility and validity of the evaluation design, methods and results among key stakeholders (Braga, 2013; Brandon & Fukunaga, 2014; Bryson, Patton & Bowman, 2011; Cullen, Coryn & Rugh, 2011; Patton, 2008; Plottu & Plottu, 2009 ). Conversely, failing to engage with stakeholders can lead to missed opportunities or result in evaluations that are inaccurate or insensitive to the needs of stakeholders, which may actually deter future investment in evaluation (Bryson, Patton & Bowman, 2011) .
Despite the important role of stakeholders in evaluation, and the potential value of researcher-practitioner partnerships, little attention has been given to these arrangements within criminal justice and crime prevention evaluations. For example, a report by the National Research Council (2005) put forward a number of recommendations to improve the evaluation of anticrime programs, with a particular focus on increasing the number of experimental and quasi-experimental designs. While the report argued that both evaluators and policy makers needed to do more to increase the amount and methodology quality of impact evaluations, little attention was paid on how the two parties might better work together. Similarly, commentators arguing for criminal justice evaluations that are methodologically rigorous have tended to be preoccupied with debates about the relative strength of different research designs and methodological approaches, particularly in terms of maximising internal and external validity (Braga, Welsh & Bruinsma, 2013; Idriss et al. 2010; Tilley & Clarke, 2006) . While there have been a number of studies exploring research utilisation by criminal justice agencies (Lum, Telep, Koper & Grieco, 2012) , and others exploring the impact of researcher-practitioner partnerships on evaluation findings (Petrosino & Soydan, 2005; Welsh, Braga & HollisPeel, 2012) , there has been limited research into researcher-practitioner partnerships in criminal justice research and, as a result, little is known about the factors that contribute to successful partnerships for evaluation (Alpert, Rojek & Hansen, 2013) . This paper attempts to address this gap.
Benefits of working in partnership with policy makers, program managers and project staff
There are different arrangements in terms of who is responsible for an evaluation and their relationship to the program being evaluated. Petrosino and Soydan (2005) reviewed more than 300 individually-focused crime reduction programs and identified three categories of evaluation teams, each with a number of sub-categories: internal (program developer/creator, program/agency staff, government evaluator), external (academic researchers, private research firm, foundation/not for profit) and collaborative approaches (academic/practitioner, academic/government). The Australian Institute of Criminology (AIC), which is frequently engaged by both Commonwealth and state and territory government agencies to evaluate programs designed to prevent and reduce crime, has typically been engaged as an external evaluator, independent of program design and delivery. As an external evaluator, the AIC is tasked with making an objective and impartial assessment of the impact of the program being evaluated, drawing upon its specialist expertise to design and implement rigorous evaluation methodologies to produce valid, transparent and defensible findings.
In performing this role, researchers involved in these evaluations have frequently approached the relationship with the agency commissioning the evaluation as a partnership. This meant working closely with that agency (and other partners) during the planning stages of the evaluation, data collection and analysis and during the reporting of evaluation findings. Several examples of both published and unpublished evaluations conducted by the AIC are used to describe these partnership arrangements, as well as the benefits that resulted:
• Evaluation of the Queensland Murri Court (Morgan & Louis 2010) : An Indigenous sentencing court for both adult and youth defendants that allowed greater input from the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) community into the sentencing process.
• Evaluation of the Queensland Special Circumstances Court Diversion Program (SCCDP) (unpublished): A court diversion program for defendants who were homeless or who had a mental illness or intellectual disability.
• Evaluation of alternative dispute resolution initiatives in the care and protection jurisdiction of the NSW Children's Court (Morgan, Boxall, Terer & Harris, 2012 ): A new model of dispute resolution involving the use of conciliation and mediation to resolve child protection disputes before the Children's Court.
• Evaluation of Indigenous drug and alcohol treatment programs (unpublished): Six community-based residential rehabilitation programs in four jurisdictions designed to reduce substance misuse, particularly among ATSI people.
• Policing licensed premises in the ACT (Smith, Morgan & McAtamney, 2011) : A strategy to reduce alcohol-related crime in the ACT's main entertainment precinct, involving intelligence gathering, education for licensees, proactive enforcement of liquor licensing and high visibility policing.
• Partnership between the AIC and CrimTrac (recently commenced): A new program of research focused on the evaluation of information systems and services for law enforcement agencies.
In the majority of these evaluations, the AIC was commissioned through a procurement process to conduct an evaluation of the program, which had important implications for how the evaluations were managed and the nature of partnership arrangements. For this reason, most of the following discussion centres on partnerships between practitioners and evaluators independent of program design and delivery.
Planning the evaluation
Identifying and involving evaluation stakeholders early in the process of planning an evaluation provides a range of benefits, irrespective of the approach to evaluation being used (Brandon & Fukunaga, 2014) . However, there are certain benefits that are particularly relevant to the types of evaluations that are the focus of this paper. First, stakeholders can assist with determining what outcomes can and should be attributed to the program being evaluated and, therefore, which outcomes should be the focus of an evaluation. This helps guide the evaluation, determine appropriate evaluation questions, and ensures that there is agreement regarding the scope of the evaluation well in advance of data collection and reporting (avoiding future disagreements). Involving stakeholders in discussions about how a particular program and its component parts contribute to desired outcomes can also empower and encourage the meaningful participation of stakeholders in evaluation, which can 'dramatically increase the chances that the evaluation will meet utility, feasibility, propriety and accuracy evaluation standards' (Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006, pp. 65-66) .
One way of approaching this is to involve stakeholders in the development of a program logic model and evaluation framework. A program logic model describes the main activities that will be delivered as part of a program, and the relationship between these activities and the hierarchy of short, intermediate and long-term outcomes. This helps to determine what outcomes can be reasonably attributed to the program and makes explicit the underlying theory about how a program contributes to these outcomes (Funnell & Rogers, 2011) -hypotheses that can be tested using rigorous scientific methods. In addition to being a powerful communication tool for criminal justice evaluation (Willis & Tomison, 2014, this issue) , the logic model also forms the basis of an evaluation framework, which details the specific evaluation questions and performance indicators that will be measured (and how) as part of the evaluation. This enables stakeholders to have input into the design of the evaluation, including data collection processes, which can encourage buy in, facilitate access to data and identify and address potential barriers to conducting the evaluation.
This approach has been used extensively in AIC evaluations. Undertaken in consultation with key stakeholders, the development of program logic models has helped to resolve important conceptual questions (and concerns) about attribution. In an evaluation of six Indigenous drug and alcohol treatment programs, the logic model that underpinned the evaluation (developed with input from program operators) was used to demonstrate the hypothesised link between improved health and wellbeing -the direct consequence of effective treatment -and reduced recidivism. This was particularly helpful in convincing key stakeholders of the need to measure reoffending for programs that did identify this as an explicit objective. Using a quasi-experimental research design (comparing program completers and non-completers), the evaluation concluded that there was evidence that treatment had a positive impact on reoffending, helping to address a significant gap in the available evidence base. More recently, the use of a program logic approach has been used to determine what outcomes could be attributed to a number of law enforcement data services provided by CrimTrac, and persuade policing agencies of the need to measure these important outcomes. These logic models were developed with considerable input from both CrimTrac and their police agency partners.
Involving stakeholders in the evaluation planning process can also help to overcome resistance to the use of quasi-experimental research designs and the challenges associated with identifying suitable comparison areas. In the evaluation of alternative dispute resolution for care and protection matters in the NSW Children's Court, the evaluators worked closely with the evaluation working group to develop an innovative solution to challenges associated with determining an appropriate comparison group comprising matters that did not go through the alternative model of decision making. This was necessary because the program was rolled out state wide (i.e., there was no natural comparison area). Given the significance of the reforms, which were introduced in response to a Royal Commission, the working group was reluctant to restrict access to the program group for the purpose of evaluation. The research team therefore negotiated a retrospective comparison group, including appropriate parameters and a process for collecting additional data for this purpose. The final report on the evaluation compared the outcomes for matters referred to ADR and this comparison group, including a cost savings comparison, and the findings from this analysis were instrumental in informing a recommendation to continue to support the use of ADR -a recommendation that was supported by the then Attorney General (Morgan, Boxall, Terer & Harris, 2012) .
Similarly, in the evaluations of the Queensland Murri Court (Morgan & Louis, 2010) and the Queensland Special Circumstances Court Diversion Program, the evaluators worked closely with the Department that commissioned the evaluation and the program Steering Committee (comprising representatives from each agency involved in the program) to identify a suitable comparison group of offenders who did not participate in the program. There was resistance to this approach among some stakeholdersdue largely to a limited understanding of the rationale for the comparison group -and various practical barriers to accessing data on offenders in the comparison group, but these were overcome through careful negotiation, by explaining both the strengths and limitations of the different options, and working collaboratively with court partners to develop an appropriate solution. Working with these stakeholders during these early stages to determine the comparison group was important because these same stakeholders were responsible for reviewing the findings from the evaluation. Had the evaluators simply decided on the eligibility criteria for the comparison group in isolation and without consultation, the process of collecting the data and the results from any analysis would likely have been met with significant resistance and scepticism. As it was, the collaborative and consultative approach was particularly helpful given the eventual findings from the evaluation of the Queensland Murri Court (which is discussed later).
Conducting the evaluation
A collaborative approach to evaluation recognises the potential of involving program managers and staff in the data collection process, rather than only seeing them as sources of data for the purpose of the evaluation (Cullen, Coryn & Rugh, 2011) . Involving program staff in this way can help to increase the perceived credibly and validity of the findings. It is common for there to be significant gaps in the data required to measure the outcomes from crime prevention and criminal justice programs. Administrative databases -where they exist -are used extensively to measure the impact of criminal justice programs. However, these databases are often not established for the purpose of evaluation, and there are limitations to their use. For example, the evaluations of the Queensland Murri Court and the Queensland Special Circumstances Court Diversion Program (SCCDP) were undertaken as part of long-term partnership with the Department of Justice and Attorney General, and followed earlier evaluations of the Queensland Drug Court. Recognising the need to utilise court data to measure the impact of the Queensland Murri Court, and to integrate court data with other information on important risk factors for future offending, the Department developed a new system for recording information on all court participants and the comparison group. The AIC was instrumental in helping to design this database, working closely with the Department to build a system that would eventually be used for all court innovation programs across the state. This was a time consuming process, but was critical in ensuring that adequate data were available to measure the impact of the Murri Court and Queensland SCCDP (and other programs) on recidivism.
In the evaluation of alternative dispute resolution (ADR) in the NSW Children's Court, there was no pre-existing administrative database for care and protection matters. This meant that initially data were not available to measure the impact of ADR in the time required to finalise care matters or the proportion of matters that resulted in a court hearing. The AIC worked very closely with the evaluation working group to establish a process for extracting information from the hardcopy case files in a systematic way, and to negotiate a process by which the information was extracted by program staff. This could only have been achieved by working in partnership with the evaluation working group, and ensured access to data for the analysis of key outcomes and cost-savings.
Further, as part of this same evaluation, a number of other stakeholders were involved in data collection. Conference chairs (registrars and mediators) completed a report on the outcomes of each conference for the purpose of the evaluation, and also disseminated a brief satisfaction survey to conference participants -whom the evaluators would have struggled to survey and achieve a similar response rate. In the evaluation of policing responses to alcohol related violence in and around licensed premises in the Australian Capital Territory (ACT), the AIC worked with ACT Policing to develop and implement a 'place of last drink' form for all alcohol-related incidents attended by police. In the evaluation of the Queensland SCCDP and evaluation of Indigenous drug and alcohol treatment programs, case managers completed a client questionnaire designed by the AIC at program entry and exit to measure change in the health and wellbeing of participants.
In each of these examples, program staff had better access to the information source (i.e. program participants) than the evaluators and were able to capture information that would have far more difficult to collect otherwise. Where possible, these evaluation processes were embedded as part of the design of the program, thereby minimising the additional impost on program staff. This also requires that appropriate data collection protocols be developed and agreed to ensure the validity and reliability of the data being collected by third parties.
Reporting on findings
Working in partnership with relevant stakeholders as part of the process of reporting findings from the evaluation can help to overcome a major limitation of experimental and quasi-experimental research designs -namely, that they provide evidence of whether an outcome has been achieved, but not the reasons why the outcome has or has not been observed. By providing stakeholders with an opportunity to consider and respond to preliminary findings, such as by holding a workshop with these stakeholders prior to submitting the final report, it is possible to identify alternative explanations or additional information that may be crucial to an understanding of the results. This is particularly useful where the results are unexpected or potentially negative. In the example of the Queensland Murri Court, initial results showed a negative finding -offenders sentenced in Murri Court were more likely to be sent to prison. Following extensive consultation with the evaluation working group, and working with the Department to re-examine the data, a valid explanation was identified. Offenders appearing before the Murri Court were more likely to be serving a term of imprisonment for earlier offences at the time of being sentenced, which meant they were also more likely to receive a further custodial penalty (i.e., an increase to the original imprisonment term). Once the data were reanalysed using modified parameters to take this issue into account, the true impact of the Murri Court on sentencing outcomes could be determined (although the final result was still not entirely positive as offenders sentenced in the Murri Court were still just as likely as the comparison group to receive a custodial sentence). This approach minimised any delay and ensured a resolution could be identified quickly, before the results were disseminated to a broader audience. Importantly, experience shows that evaluation stakeholders are less likely to question or criticise the technical quality of an evaluation where they have been involved in the process, even if the findings are unexpected or negative (Brandon & Fukunaga, 2014) . This means any discussion around results can focus on explaining and understanding the findings -as was the case with Murri Court. In the end, the results of the evaluation were mixed, and input from a range of stakeholders, particularly representatives from the Indigenous community, was used to help explain the findings, as well as to measure a number of important outcomes that could not easily be quantified, such as the impact on the partnership between the court and Indigenous community.
Another opportunity for collaboration at the time of reporting and communicating findings is in developing evaluation recommendations. While evaluators must control the process, ensure that any recommendations are substantiated by evidence from the evaluation and give adequate consideration to the likely reaction to the recommendations from different stakeholders (Bryson, Patton & Bowman, 2011) , working with program staff to develop recommendations can increase the likelihood that the findings from an outcome evaluation will be used to inform decision making. In the evaluation of ADR in the NSW Children's Court, a workshop was held with members of the evaluation working group to discuss and agree on the proposed recommendations (which were provided in advance of the workshop). Much of this discussion was focused on the reasons that one of the two models evaluated was not as effective as the other (based on results from the quasi-experimental evaluation) and potential strategies for how that model might be improved. Rather than attempt to influence these recommendations in a negative way, this approach resulted in recommendations that were more practical, useful and offered a clearer course of action.
limitations associated with research-practitioner partnerships for evaluation
The discussion above described a range of benefits associated with adopting a partnership approach to evaluating strategies to prevent and reduce crime using rigorous scientific methods. However, there are limitations and challenges associated with this approach that need to be acknowledged. First, collaborative approaches to evaluation are time consuming and resource intensive, requiring additional resources to manage the partnership and a commitment from program staff to dedicate additional resources to support evaluation processes (Brandon & Fukunaga, 2014 ). In the examples described throughout this paper, significant time was devoted to establishing effective partnership arrangements with the representatives of the agency commissioning the evaluation (and other partners, where necessary) -although there was a substantial return on this investment in terms of ensuring the successful implementation of the evaluation.
The most obvious and perhaps important criticism of researcher-practitioner partnerships is the actual or perceived impact on the objectivity and validity of the research findings. Views regarding the appropriateness of stakeholder involvement in evaluation employing experimental and quasi-experimental research designs are mixed (Brandon & Fukunaga, 2014; Pollitt, 2009) . Some authors argue that the two are not mutually exclusive and that evaluators should involve stakeholders in the evaluation process (Patton, 2008; Plottu & Plottu, 2009) , while others have suggested that there are occasions in which evaluations based on rigorous scientific methods should be conducted independently of program staff (Pollitt, 2009) . There is an inherent tension that comes with being commissioned by the people responsible for the design, management and/or implementation of a program to conduct the evaluation. Providing an objective and independent assessment of the success (or not) of that program can be a source of conflict between program managers and evaluators, and pressure to adjust or soften unfavourable findings is not uncommon (Tilley & Clarke, 2006) . While previous research into participatory approaches to evaluation has suggested they enhance the validity and credibility of the findings (at least among the stakeholders involved in the evaluation), they also acknowledge the potential for bias (Brandon & Fukunaga, 2014; Cullen, Coryn & Rugh, 2011 ).
The findings from empirical studies on the impact of researcher-practitioner partnerships on the technical quality and potential for bias in evaluations of strategies designed to prevent and reduce crime have been mixed (Petrosino & Soydan, 2005; Welsh, Braga & Hollis Peel, 2012) . Petrosino & Soydan (2005) reviewed 12 meta-analyses on offender treatment programs and found that all but one of these previous studies had observed higher effect sizes when evaluators were involved in the design or delivery of the program. They also conducted their own meta-analysis of almost 300 randomised control trials of individually focused crime reduction and observed a similar result. Importantly, effect sizes were also higher for evaluations that involved collaboration between researchers and practitioners (i.e., where evaluators were not directly involved in program delivery). However, Welsh, Braga and Hollis-Peel (2012) conducted a meta-analysis of more than 40 experimental and quasi-experimental studies into the effects of police crime prevention strategies and did not find a relationship between evaluator involvement and program effects. Two explanations have been provided for the possible relationship between evaluator involvement and program effects -the high fidelity theory, which argues that involving researchers in program design and delivery may increase program fidelity, and the cynical view, which suggests there is pressure on the evaluator to deliver positive results and therefore some level of bias (intentional or unintentional) (Petrosino & Soydan 2005; Welsh, Braga & Hollis-Peel, 2012) . While the cynical view cannot be discounted (Eisner, 2009) , and past research has been less concerned with partnership arrangements than with evaluator involvement in program design and delivery, it is still important that steps be taken to minimise the risk of bias. This might involve strategies such as offering the opportunity for external oversight of an evaluation by an independent researcher (Braga, 2013) , and ensuring the evaluator remains in control of the evaluation process (Cullen, Coryn & Rugh, 2011) .
a balanced approach to evaluation
The focus of this paper has been on improving the standard of outcome evaluations for strategies designed to prevent and reduce crime through researcher-practitioner partnerships. The emphasis has been on increasing the use of rigorous scientific methods to measure program effects. However, adopting a quasi-experimental design to evaluate programs does not preclude the use of qualitative data collection methods, which are another mechanism for engaging stakeholders as part of the evaluation. In all of the evaluations described in this paper, a mixed methods approach was adopted, combining the quantitative measurement of key outcomes (e.g. reoffending) with qualitative methods. Combining quasi-experimental research designs with field study (e.g. interviews) is a common approach to understanding social change, particularly among pragmatists (see Boxall, this issue), and offers a number of important benefits (Hall, 2008) . First, these interviews can confirm (through triangulation) the findings from the quantitative analysis, which can add weight and credibility to the findings. Second, they can help to provide explanation and context for the findings from any quantitative analysis of key outcomes. Third, these interviews can address evaluation questions that cannot be answered using quantitative methods. Fourth, these interviews will usually be a primary source of information required for a process evaluation and developing a comprehensive understanding of the program being evaluated, which will directly inform recommendations. Fifth, incorporating these qualitative approaches can help to achieve buy in from stakeholders who are less supportive of quantitative methods. And finally, qualitative interviews can help to address the common criticisms of quasi-experimental methods for lacking external validity by developing a more detailed understanding of the mechanisms that underpin interventions and the context in which these mechanisms are applied (Tilley & Clarke, 2006) .
Factors contributing to successful partnership arrangements for evaluating strategies to prevent and reduce crime
Partnership approaches to evaluation are not that dissimilar to partnerships in other contexts, including those that exist as part of program delivery. A recent review of empirical studies exploring stakeholder involvement in evaluation identified many of the criteria for effective partnership working as being relevant to evaluation (Brandon & Fukunaga, 2014) . Therefore in thinking about how best to manage the relationship between evaluators and the agencies that commission an evaluation, it is helpful to reflect on the qualities of effective partnerships and governance arrangements required (to varying degrees, depending on the nature of the partnership) for partnerships to function effectively. In the evaluation of the Murri Court and SCCDP and the evaluation of ADR in the NSW Children's Court, there was a champion in the agency that had commissioned the evaluation who advocated for the evaluation and encouraged other stakeholders to participate. This was a key factor in their success.
Adequate resourcing, including staff having enough time away from agency core business to provide input to the partnership
In each of the examples presented in this paper, evaluators were adequately resourced to undertake a high quality evaluation. However, for collaborative approaches to evaluation to function effectively, program staff also needed to be able to invest the necessary time to undertake tasks to support the evaluation, including data collection. As described throughout this paper, a working group comprising representatives from the various parties was established early in each evaluation to oversee the development, implementation and ongoing review of the evaluation. This group was responsible for facilitating access to data and personnel, providing input on key outputs as they were produced, providing input into the final report recommendations and developing solutions to any problems (such as access to data), as they arose.
Data sharing policies and protocols
The evaluations described in this paper required access to data from a range of sources, and it was important to ensure the privacy and confidentiality of that data. There needed to be clear policies and protocols for the sharing of information between the evaluators and program staff (typically managed as part of a contract). Where program staff were collecting data on behalf of the evaluators, there were processes in place to ensure the data collected were both valid and reliable.
Continuity in partner representation and participation and documentation of processes and decision-making
Program turnover can affect the progress of evaluations as well as program delivery. While not ideal, this was encountered in a number of evaluations. Where there was appropriate documentation and effective transition arrangements, the impact on the evaluation was minimal.
Source : Gilling, 2005; Homel, 2006; Morgan & Homel, 2011; Rosenbaum, 2002. Table 1 describes a number of criteria for effective partnership working in crime prevention and criminal justice settings, based on an established body of literature. The relevance of these criteria to evaluations employing rigorous scientific methods is also highlighted, based on the examples discussed in this paper. This shows that for researcherpractitioner partnerships to work effectively as part of an evaluation, there needs to be clear agreement regarding the use of quasi-experimental research designs (or rigorous scientific methods more broadly), clear roles for the various parties in supporting the evaluation, a high level of trust between the evaluator and agency commissioning the evaluation and adequate resourcing to support the approach to evaluation.
conclusion
This paper began by arguing that researcher-practitioner partnerships can help improve the design and implementation of evaluations conducted by evaluators independent of program design and delivery using rigorous scientific methods. Then, reflecting on several evaluations of programs designed to prevent crime and respond to the needs of vulnerable populations in court settings, the paper identified a number of important benefits that result from for working in partnership with policy makers, program managers and project staff. Involving stakeholders can assist with:
• determining what outcomes can and should be attributed to the program being evaluated and should therefore be the focus of an evaluation;
• designing the evaluation, including data collection processes, which can encourage buy in, facilitate access to data and identify and address potential barriers to conducting the evaluation;
• overcoming resistance to the use of quasi-experimental research designs and the challenges associated with identifying suitable comparison areas;
• providing assistance with the collection of data, particularly from hard to reach populations, to enable key outcomes to be measured;
• identifying alternative explanations or additional information that may be crucial to an understanding of the results; and
• developing recommendations that are more practical, more useful and offer a clear course of action to make improvements to the program.
There are certain challenges and limitations associated with this approach, but experience has shown that these are far outweighed by the benefits described above and that problems such as bias may not be as common as sometimes believed.
In an era of growing emphasis on accountability, government agencies will continue to engage evaluators independent of program design and delivery to make an objective and impartial assessment of the impact of crime prevention and criminal justice programs. Experimental research designs (particularly quasi-experimental designs) are also likely to remain the sought after standard for many evaluations of strategies to prevent and reduce crime. Evaluators involved in evaluations that employ quasiexperimental designs would benefit greatly from embracing the importance of working cooperatively with commissioning agencies, program staff and other key stakeholders, and viewing the relationship as a partnership. There is, after all, very good reason that stakeholder involvement and participation has become such a dominant theme in evaluation theory and practice.
